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I played war often, mostly with my nephews. Joab, Abishai and Asahel were my big sister Zeruiah’s boys. Amasa was there too, sometimes; he was my sister Abigail’s boy. We used big heavy sticks as swords and would bang at each other ferociously, often leaving big bruises and, as on the way to Kiriath-Jearim, an occasional bloody gash. We’d find scraps of old robes and fashion them into armor in our minds, even making awkward caps to pretend they were helmets. Once we found a dead hawk in the field and we stuck its feathers into a piece of cloth to make a sort of Philistine helmets. Suddenly the battles would get very real with real bruises and cuts as we fought over who would be Philistines and who would be the Israelites. 

When we could find a longer stick in the wilderness we were thrilled to have a spear and would throw it and run with it at each other until it broke. Sometimes cousins and other boys from our town of Bethlehem would get together and we would organize what seemed to us a real war. We’d square off against each other over a little gully, shouting at each other, calling each other bad names, and then rush at each other in the glory and madness of war that young boys are capable of imagining. 

Joab was a little younger than me and very strong and very aggressive. Abishai was older but gentler and quieter than Joab. Where Abishai would only fight as hard as needed to win, Joab seemed to love to slash and hit and grind his opponents into the dirt. I loved having him on my side and feared him more than the others when he was against me. More “enemies” were bloodied by him than anyone else, and all but the strongest who found themselves on the other side of the gully would run away rather than go stick against stick with Joab. But, when we teamed together he always made me the leader. It made me feel good, particularly because I knew how smart and strong he was, and how eager for every small victory. But I was a son of Jesse and he was Jesse’s grandson and things just worked that way. Besides, I think he trusted my judgment when it came to making battle plans. I was good at it and a great thrill rushed through me when I yelled, “To victory in the name of Yahweh!” and the boys would follow behind me to meet the “enemy.”

It was natural that boys of that time would play hard at war. My oldest three brothers were not playing at it -- they were in it. They were in the great army of Saul, our king, the first king of my people. There were little skirmishes almost weekly between the soldiers of Israel and the Philistines. The Philistines had been pushing and pushing farther and farther into the lands given to us by Yahweh which had been secured by the great wars of Joshua many years before. We were losing the land that Yahweh gave and Saul had given us the greatest hope for regaining it and pushing the Philistines all the way back to the shores of the Great Sea where they came from.

There was no topic talked about more by my father and the other town elders near the city gate than the exploits of Saul and our prospects for defeating the Philistines. Saul was a great leader, greatly admired by the elders in my village and all around Judah and Israel. He gave us hope that we could hold our precious land against the continual pressure of the Philistines. We knew we needed Yahweh’s help but we also needed the help of all the families of our father Israel. And that was the problem. Even though we were blood and even though we were united through our family line going back to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob who was called Israel, and even though we were all commanded to worship the One true God whose name was too holy to pronounce, we did not act like a nation. We fought against each other and sometimes some of our family tribes joined up with our Canaanite enemies to fight against other tribes. 

I came home one day from visiting with a distant cousin at his house in a nearby village.

“How was Racah?” my mother asked. “What did you have for dinner?”
“I had a good time, momma,” I answered. “We played war a lot and I slept on the roof with Racah’s brothers and sisters. But after our dinner and before going to bed Racah’s father asked us each to pray to Baal and to his Ashtoreth. They have gods in their house, in their kitchen, and each night they pray to them.”

My mother stopped pressing on the cheese she was making and looked at me with concern.

“What did you do, David? Did you pray?”

Well, I—I didn’t know what to do.” Suddenly I was afraid from her reaction that I had done something terribly wrong. “I pretended to pray. I said words about protecting us from Dagon and the Philistines, but I don’t think I prayed to the gods because I only thought of Yahweh.”

My mother hugged me. “Tonight, you will tell your father about this. And David, from now on Racah will come here to visit but you will not go there.”

“Momma!” I protested, but it did not matter.

Mother had already told father Jesse about it before our dinner that night.

“Why do they pray to Baal and Ashtoreth?” I asked my father when he instructed me that praying to them made Yahweh very angry.

“Racah’s father is my kinsman, a son of Judah, but he married a Canaanite woman from Beth-Shemesh. That is an old, old village and has been home to the Canaanites for many years. He is well connected to the ancient ways through his wife and her family. They have worshipped Baal and Ashtoreth from the time of our father Abraham and long before.”
“But papa,” I protested, “I know they believe Baal can help them, and Ashtoreth too. Baal has protected them from the Philistine soldiers and Ashtoreth gives them many children. Racah has many brothers and sisters so it must work. I, too felt the power of their gods as I bowed to them. Why can’t they have Baal and we have Yahweh?”

“David!” my father said, suddenly very stern. “There are many among the sons of Abraham who have chosen to leave the path of our fathers, the path of promise and hope. Great wrath and sorrow awaits them. You, too, one day can choose. But not today for you are my son. And I follow in the line of our great judge and ruler Joshua who said, ‘As for me and my house, we will serve Yahweh.’ In this house, in the house of Boaz and Obed and Jesse, we serve Yahweh and Yahweh only.”
With my big brothers off to war, there was less time for playing at war and being a child. I had to take on more of the responsibilities of taking care of the family and mostly that meant taking care of the sheep. My father was a wealthy man and his many sons had greatly increased his wealth for now he had more hands to take care of the chores. That meant he could increase his herds and flocks. But when they went off to join Saul’s army, much of that fell on me. 

When it came time for lambing and shearing, the flocks would be brought into Bethlehem but most of the rest of the time they grazed on the hills above Bethlehem. I loved these hills and my time alone in them. Unlike the rocky, rugged and barren wilderness to the east toward the Sea of Salt, these hills were gentle and rolling with plenty of grass for the sheep during much of the year. The highest places were covered with great stands of trees providing shelter from the heat as well as a sense of gloomy mystery. As I led the sheep out of town toward the higher pastures, in my mind I was leading an army of Yahweh. These were not sheep; they were strong, brave soldiers. Beyond the hills were the enemies of the Almighty and he would go in front of us to confound while we would do the dirty work with sword and knife. The bleating I heard was the sound of jokes and taunts and rough play among the strong young men who knew only eagerness for battle. That long, cooked shepherd’s staff in my hand was a spear and the small knife at my side turned into a shiny sword of the strongest metal. There was resolve and joy in my step.

Tucked into my belt was a sling, a leather pouch with strings on each end. With this I could help keep away the enemies of the sheep I was given to protect. Across my back I carried a kinnor, a beautiful small harp given to me by my father. It was expensive and there were few around; mostly found in the bigger cities where they were used for worship and for special ceremonies. I would die to protect that kinnor as I would any of these sheep. 

As much as I loved the time alone in the Judean hills, my heart was with my brothers and the soldiers of the army of Saul. Sure, I was only fourteen but I knew I could fight. Every person capable of carrying a sword or even using a sling as accurately as I could would be of use to Yahweh in the battles against those who would harm his people. 

“Father,” I pleaded before leaving with the sheep. “Let me go see my brothers. Please!”


“Ah, David,” he replied patiently and with a smile. “I know you too well. You have battle in mind and if I sent you to your brothers I would likely never see you again. You would find a way to take on the Philistines.”


“I promise, father. I will just go and visit my brothers and come right home.”


“David,” Papa Jesse now said firmly, “There will come a time and you will go to battle and I know you will fight bravely. But you are boy, nearly a man but not yet. Besides, who do I have who could care for the sheep if you too go off to war? All my sons could be slaughtered on the fields and I would be alone with all these sheep and cattle. I need you here.”


“But father…”


“David. Enough!” And I knew his word was final.

Only a boy. Not yet a man. My father didn’t think I could fight. He didn’t think I was ready to take on the enemies of Saul, Israel and Yahweh. I needed to show him that while I was young, I was twice the fighter of many of these soldiers. These thoughts were rolling in my head even as I took out my kinnor as the sun was setting and began to pluck the gut strings. 

I looked out toward the west, toward the setting sun. The sky was displaying all the colors of the rainbow with a rich orange and purple and deep red alternately parading as if they were showing off for their Creator. I imagined God the Creator whom we called Yahweh standing there with me on these hills admiring what he had done. I felt a strong sense of power and peace. I knew in my heart the stories were true—that Yahweh was God, the One true God and it was He who had made my family, my people and this land his very own. Who could not believe such a thing? And what could we—what could I—not accomplish with the God of all creation with me?
I was caring for the sheep and God was caring for me. I was their shepherd, he was mine. Every day I looked for safe pastures for them, I looked for fresh, green grass; I looked for clean, pure water. Everything they needed I took care of. If dangerous animals like the lions and the bears who lived in these hillsides and in the caves tucked into the steeper gullies came to attack one of my sheep, I would defend it. Though I longed to be on the battlefield fighting against those who hated my people and my God, still I felt great contentment and an overpowering sense of God’s presence with me on those hills. 

That evening, after singing words of praise to my God about his being my shepherd, I drifted off to sleep under the darkening sky. I was wakened by the sudden screaming bleat of a sheep. I jumped up and ran toward the sound. It was a lion and it had one of my sheep in its jaws. The sheep was hanging limply but I could see it was still alive. For a moment I hesitated. The wild animals would take sheep from these hills regularly. It was a strong, young lioness. What could I do? Then a kind of rage came over me. That was my sheep! No, that was Yahweh’s sheep, and Jesse’s sheep and it had been given to me for protection. I could not let it go. I ran as fast as I could but quietly and with the sheep still crying its sad bleating sound, the lion didn’t hear me. Suddenly I was on it and the knife that I carried in my belt was now in my hand. I locked my arm around its neck and in the surprise of suddenly having a strange creature riding its back and holding it in a headlock, the lion dropped the sheep. Its strong body curved around trying desperately to grasp anything with its wicked teeth. I was hanging on with all my strength and with my right hand I plunged my knife deep into its throat and jerked it roughly up as hard and as far as I could. Blood gushed from the neck artery but it still twisted and turned, its head flinging one way and then the other as it tried to reach around and grab a leg or an arm. The strength amazed me as I stabbed again at the neck and then deep into its body. It was not necessary for the life was slipping from the animal and I felt it weaken underneath me. As it sank to its knees and then onto its belly I slipped off and with its dying strength it still tried to reach me. But its life’s blood was gone, darkening the dry grass and rocks under the last of the evening light and the sliver moon that watched us from above. While the lion gasped its final, agonizing breaths, I picked up the sheep and carried it gently back to flock, beneath the tree on the hilltop where I had been sleeping. 

Then I began to shake like I was cold and I cried. I cried like a three year old. I cried for the bloodied sheep that lay shaking next to me. I cried for the lion that I had killed out of fear, anger and hatred. I cried for Yahweh who daily saw his sheep mangled and torn, ripped from the safety of his flock by marauding Philistines. I cried for my people. But mostly I cried for myself; for the relief of having survived, for the thrill of gaining the victory over the most dreaded beast of the wilderness and because I knew that something had changed. My father might say I am a boy. But a boy does not kill lions. I knew I was ready for battle. For real battle, and for that I cried.
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